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Chao-Min Chiu, Department of Information Management, National Sun Yat-Sen University, 
Kaohsiung, Taiwan, R.O.C., cmchiu@mis.nsysu.edu.tw 
Abstract 
Individuals’ willingness to help the virtual community (VC) and individual members are is known as a 
key to the survival and success of a virtual community. Prior research on has proposed that 
engagement plays a central role in online communities. Although researchers implicitly concur on the 
significance of happiness and satisfaction with online social life in the context of VC, the notion of 
subjective well-being itself remains relatively little understood in the information systems literature. 
We propose that subjective well-being is critical to active participation in online social environments. 
We will construct and test a framework that demonstrates how it powerfully explains members’ 
helping behaviors in VCs. In particular, our model predicts that subjective well-being will promote 
willingness to help the VC, while engagement will promote subjective well-being and willingness to 
help individual members. In addition, three types of social (community) identity (cognitive, evaluative 
and affective), psychological climate and social support will have direct or indirect effects on 
engagement and subjective well-being. We will test the proposed research model through the use of 
data collected from users of a professional virtual community dedicated to sharing knowledge about 
information technology. 
Keywords: Engagement, Helping Behaviors, Psychological Climate, Social Identity, Social Support, 
Subjective Well-being, Virtual Community. 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
Professional virtual communities (VCs) allow groups of people who share common interests, goals or 
practices to interact on the Internet, and are an innovative vehicle for sharing knowledge. Professional 
VCs operate in an online environment characterized by self-organization, weak ties among members 
and absence of formal reward systems, so the biggest challenge in fostering them is the willingness to 
help the VC and individual members. The natural question then is: How can helping behaviors be 
promoted among VC members as they interact almost entirely on the Internet? 
Ray et al. (2014) argue that members must have enthusiasm for contributing to their community if the 
community is to function effectively and efficiently. Community engagement plays a central role in 
fully energizing individuals to undertake prosocial tasks to benefit the VC and members within the VC 
(e.g., Ray et al. 2014). According to Barker et al. (2008), community engagement represents more of 
knowledge contribution-related well-being, while subjective well-being is more representative of an 
individual’s appraisal of online social life as a whole. Accordingly, we believe subjective well-being 
and engagement play different roles in promoting individuals’ willingness to help the VC and 
individual members. 
Subjective well-being (SWB) is an individual’s cognitive and affective evaluation of the extent to 
which he or she experiences pleasant emotions, low levels of negative mood, and high life satisfaction 
(Diener et al. 2005). In this study, subjective well-being is a pleasant state of mind that fully energizes 
people to undertake prosocial tasks that benefit the VC. Individuals with high subjective well-being 
are likely to believe that helping the VC enhance their own happiness. Subjective well-being promotes 
prosocial behavior even in the absence of a direct request for help and so should play an especially 
important role in VCs. Although researchers implicitly concur on the significance of satisfied social 
interaction and pleasant emotions in the context of virtual communities, the notion of subjective well-
being itself remains relatively little understood in the information systems literature. 
Social identity implies a sense of oneness with the group and a sense of being connected to a group’s 
character or purpose, which researchers have characterized as identity-based attachment to the group 
(e.g., Ren et al. 2012). Members who have a strong attachment to their online community are crucial 
to its success (Ren et al. 2012). Social identity reflects a strong personal desire to remain with one’s 
group, likely owing to identification with and internalization of the organization’s goals and values 
(Meyer et al. 2004). The literature on online communities suggests that social identity or identification 
has positive implications for an individual’s engagement (Ray et al. 2014). However, little attention 
has been paid to the influence of members’ social identity on their subjective well-being. 
Ray et al. (2014) offered a framework that helps us understand the important role of engagement in the 
online community context. To develop a deeper understanding of how to promote members’ helping 
behaviors, we sought to extend Ray’s (2014) framework by delving into the relative importance of 
subjective well-being and engagement in promoting individuals’ helping behaviors. Specifically, the 
research questions of interest to this study are: (1) to what extent does individuals’ subjective well-
being and engagement influence their willingness to help the virtual community (VC) and individual 
members, (2) to what extent does social identity matter in driving individuals’ subjective well-being, 
(3) to what extent does engagement matter in driving individuals’ subjective well-being, and (4)  to 
what extent does subjective well-being moderate the relationship between engagement and willingness 
to help individual members? 
2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Social Identity 
Tajfel (1972) defined social identity as “the individual’s knowledge that he belongs to certain social 
groups together with some emotional and value significance to him of this group membership” (p. 
292). Thus, social identity is also an emotional attachment to a group, and knowledge of the social 
standing of the group in relation to other groups (i.e., its status). Social identity theory holds that 
people perceive themselves as belonging to a particular group or category and strive for positive self-
esteem by enhancing their social identity (Homburg et al. 2009). In other words, an enhanced positive 
feeling toward the self is a primary motivation for people to form social identities.  
Prior studies (e.g., Bergami & Bagozzi 2000; Ellemers et al. 1999) suggest that social identity consists 
of three related but distinct components: cognitive, evaluative and affective. Cognitive social identity 
refers to cognitive awareness of one’s membership in a social group. Evaluative social identity 
involves the positive or negative value connotation attached to group membership (Ellemers et al. 
1999), which arises from evaluations of selfworth derived from membership (Bergami & Bagozzi 
2000). Affective social identity reflects a sense of belonging or attachment to the focal group (Tsai & 
Bagozzi 2014). This component was labeled this component as affective commitment (Bergami & 
Bagozzi 2000) and maybe defined , as Allen and Meyer (1990) do, as identification with, involvement 
in, and emotional attachment to the focal group. 
Recent studies have applied the taxonomy of social identity to the VC context. For example, Tsai and 
Pai (2014) integrated social identity theory and self-determination theory to explain newcomers' 
participation behavior. Tsai and Bagozzi (2014) has modelled social identity as a second order 
construct consisting of the three types of social identity and examined its effect on desire to contribute 
to the friendship group in the VC.  
2.2 Engagement 
Bakker et al. (2008) view work engagement as ”a positive, fulfilling, affective motivational state of 
work-related well-being” (p.187). Researchers (e.g., Bakker et al. 2008) suggests that work 
engagement is characterized by vigour (high energy levels and mental resiliency whilst working), 
dedication (being strongly involved, and deriving a sense of achievement, in one’s work) and 
absorption (being fully engrossed in one’s work so that time passes quickly whilst working). In other 
words, engaged employees are enthusiastic and energetic about their work and fully immersed in it.  
Recent studies on virtual community indicates that engagement leads to prosocial contributions (Ray 
et al. 2014). Ray et al. (2014) suggest that engagement is the key to the active participation in online 
communities. They considered engagement as a heightened state of mind that fully energizes people to 
undertake prosocial tasks that benefit others in the online community. Ray et al. (2014) suggest 
engaged members are more likely to contribute in the purely voluntary environment of online 
communities because they seek tasks that are informal and have impact.  
2.3 Subjective Well-being 
Subjective well-being is frequently equated with happiness and is formally defined as more positive 
affect, less negative affect, and greater life satisfaction. Researchers have suggested that engagement 
and well-being are similar, such that they both represent positive and malleable employee states that 
lead to a variety of positive workplace (and nonwork) outcomes. However, Bakker et al. (2008) 
emphasized that engagement and well-being are similar but conceptually distinct. Bakker et al. (2008) 
described engagement as a “positive, fulfilling, affective-motivational state of work-related well-
being” (p. 187), clarifying that work-related well-being is a specific facet of subjective well-being (i.e., 
life satisfaction), thereby indicating that engagement represents more of a work specific state, whereas 
subjective well-being is more representative of an employee’s appraisal of life as a whole.  
Prior research has examined the relationship between the use of SNSs and individuals’ well-being For 
example, Chiu et al. (2013) evaluated subjective well-being from the perspective of satisfaction with 
online social life and investigated its influence on users’ loyalty towards social network sites. 
However, little research has been done on the complex relationships among social identity, 
engagement, and subjective well-being in the context of VCs. 
3 RESEARCH MODEL AND HYPOTHESES 
The conceptual model (Fig. 1) reflects the understanding gained from extant research (Ray et al. 2014) 
that knowledge contribution arises from antecedent beliefs of engagement. To this, we added the 
mediating role of subjective well-being. We then anticipated that subjective well-being has a direct 
effect on willingness to help the VC and interacts with engagement in explaining willingness to help 
individual members. Following Ellemers et al. (1999), we identify three types of social identity: 
cognitive, evaluative and affective. The remainder of this section will develop the hypotheses. 
 
Figure 1.       Research Model 
 
Engagement as the enthusiasm of members for contributing to their community because they feel it is 
an action that is effective, meaningful, and challenging (Ray et al. 2014). Engaged members are more 
likely to contribute in virtual communities because they seek tasks that are informal and have impact. 
They sustain their efforts and remain proactive because they routinely seek to perform prosocial 
actions (Ray et al. 2014). Ray et al. (2014) have provided support to the notion that engagement 
positively influences knowledge contribution intention. 
H1: Engagement has a positive effect on an individual’s willingness to help individual members. 
Bakker et al. (2008) described engagement as a “positive, fulfilling, affective-motivational state of 
work-related well-being” (p. 187), clarifying that work-related well-being is a specific facet of 
subjective well-being (i.e., life satisfaction), thereby indicating that the former represents more of a 
work specific state, whereas the latter is more representative of an employee’s appraisal of life as a 
whole. Analogously, engagement in VC activities is a specific facet of subjective well-being. 
Accordingly, individuals’ vigor toward, absorption in, and dedication to VC activities will promote 
their subjective well-being.  
H2: Engagement has a positive effect on an individual’s subjective well-being. 
The norm of reciprocity (Gouldner 1960) establishes that people feel obliged to respond positively to 
favorable treatment received from others. Organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) theorists have 
argued that, to the extent that employees view their work contributions as part of an exchange, those 
who experience positive work outcomes are likely to reciprocate by engaging in OCBs as a form of 
social exchange. Accordingly, when an individual encounters higher levels of happiness and 
satisfaction and then feel obliged to respond positively by showing willingness to help the VC.  
H3: Subjective well-being has a positive effect on an individual’s willingness to help the VC. 
Engagement encompasses activated affect and cognitions, and it is likely that subjective well-being 
will influence the extent to which people are able to engage with work through its impact on building 
personal resources (Tugade & Fredrickson 2004). Research suggests that members with strong 
engagement tend to contribute high levels of knowledge in general (Ray et al. 2014), whereas 
members who lack engagement tend to contribute little. However, individuals with strong engagement 
are likely to have low intention to help other members when they do not feel happy and are not 
satisfied with the online social life. 
H4: When subjective well-being increases (versus decreases), the positive relationship between 
engagement and willingness to help individual members increases (versus decreases). 
When social identities provide a person with positive meaning or positive distinctiveness, a sense of 
worth and direction, and a sense of emotional attchment to the focal group, then this will typically 
have positive implications for that individual’s well-being (Reitzes & Mutran 2002). Diener and 
Seligman (2002) suggest that having close personal relationships with others contributed significantly 
to happiness. Analogously, individuals who have strong emotional bond to the VC will have happiness 
and satisfaction with online social life. Accordingly, we theorize the following.  
H5: Affective social identity has a positive effect on an individual’s subjective well-being. 
Identification with or emotional attachment to a group is a strong indicator that group members would 
engage more in behaviors emblematic of helping the group succeed (Tyler & Blader 2001). Van 
Knippenberg (2000) suggested that an individual’s emotional bond to the group elicits a sense of 
oneness with the group, causing the individual to take the group’s perspective and goals as his or her 
own. This, in turn, motivates individuals to fulfill these goals with enthusiasm. 
H6: Affective social identity has a positive effect on an individual’s engagement.  
Psychological climate refers to perceptions shared among members of the virtual community about its 
environments including policies, procedures, and practices. A positive climate can create an 
environment where individuals feel engaged to their helping behaviors. Psychological climate involves 
perceptions of the availability of support and resources in the VC, these members may become 
engaged because those perceptions motivate them, enhancing their willingness to engaged in VC 
activities. 
H7: Psychological climate has a positive effect on an individual’s engagement. 
Social support refers to an exchange of resources between at least two individuals perceived by the 
provider or recipient to be intended to enhance the well-being of the recipient. Job Characteristics 
Theory (Hackman & Oldham, 1980) proposes certain work characteristics impact psychological states 
resulting in performance outcomes. Social support is a kind of work characteristics that can produce 
positive work outcomes (e.g. work engagement). According to the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner 
1960), individuals who receive social support from other members within the VC tend to respond 
positively to favourable treatment received from other members by engaging in helping behaviors. 
H8: Social support has a positive effect on an individual’s engagement. 
Cognitive social identity refers to cognitive awareness of one’s membership in a social group. 
McGarty (1999) suggest that social categorization, acknowledging our membership in a particular 
group, is a necessary precondition for any affective feelings that go with that membership. Allen and 
Meyer (1990) argue that an individual is affectively committed to a certain group if he or she enjoys 
his or her membership in that particular group. Tsai and Pai (2014) found that cognitive social identity 
has a significant and positive effect on affective social identity in the VC context.  
H9: Cognitive social identity has a positive effect on an individual’s affective social identity. 
Evaluative social identity involves the positive or negative value connotation attached to group 
membership. Evaluative social identity reflects group self-esteem. Individuals with higher group-based 
self-esteem should perceive themselves as more important, meaningful and worthwhile within their 
respective communities (Pierce et al. 1989), thus they are likely to attribute the self-worth derived 
from the membership to the VC and have emotional attachment to the VC. 
H10: Evaluative social identity has a positive effect on an individual’s affective social identity. 
4  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Measurement items will be adapted from the literature wherever possible. A small-scale pretest of the 
questionnaire will be conducted using 20 graduate students specializing in information systems to 
assess its logical consistencies, ease of understanding, sequence of items, and contextual relevance.   
To test the hypotheses, we plan to conduct a survey in the professional VC known as Programmer 
Club. Participation in Programmer Club is available to all individuals interested in sharing 
professional knowledge about programming languages and software technologies. Banners with a 
hyperlink connecting to our Web survey will be posted in Programmer Club forums. Members with 
helping behaviors during the past four weeks were cordially invited to support this survey.  
Data analysis will utilize a two-step approach. The first step involves the analysis of the measurement 
model, while the second step tests the structural relationships among latent constructs. SmartPLS (2.0 
M3) will be used to assess both the measurement model and the structural model.  
The adequacy of the measurement model will be evaluated with reliability, convergent validity, and 
discriminant validity. Two tests will be performed to estimate common method bias: Harman’s one-
factor test and the marker variable technique. The degree of multicollinearity will be assessed by using 
variance inflation factors (VIF). In structural model analysis, examining structural paths and the R-
square scores of endogenous variables assesses the explanatory power of a structural model.  
5  EXPECTED CONTRIBUTION 
This research is expected to make three key theoretical contributions. First, although researchers 
implicitly concur on the significance of happiness and satisfaction with online social life in the context 
of virtual communities, the notion of subjective well-being itself remains relatively little understood in 
the information systems literature. This study applies the concept of subjective well-being to the 
context of VC and examines the relationship between psychological climate, social support, three 
types of social identity, engagement, subjective well-being, and willingness to help the VC and 
individual members. Second, although empirical evidence has demonstrated that engagement matter 
for knowledge contribution, fundamental gaps remain in the understanding of the mechanisms to 
enhance community engagement. Drawing upon Ellemers et al.’s (1999) taxonomy of social identity, 
this study is expected to show that cognitive and evaluative components of social identity will have an 
indirect effect and affective component will have a direct effect on members' engagement in VC 
activities. Third, the variables that moderate the relationship between engagement and helping 
behaviors remains relatively little understood. This study propose that subjective well-being should 
moderate the relationship between engagement and willingness to help individual members. 
Psychological climate, social support, and social identity can be viewed as community (group) level 
resources that can foster members’ subjective well-being and engagement. With expected results, 
community managers and administrators can develop strategies to increase community level resources. 
For example, managers can develop strategies fulfill members’ psychological needs to experience 
their participation behavior as freely chosen and volitional (i.e., autonomy), to feel cared for by other 
members (i.e., relatedness), and to feel effective and skillful in the community activities they 
undertake (i.e., competence). Tsai and Pai (2014) has suggested that fulfilment of these three types 
needs can enhance members’ social identity.  
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